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City Life/Vida Urbana: 
Rebuilding the Housing 
Movement 
JOHN MAY 
Two hundred thousand people 
from around the U.S. fill the marble-
lined streets of the nation's capital 
demanding that the federal government 
keep its 30-year-old promise of "a de-
cent home and living environment for 
every American family . "In the Bronx, 
tenants, mostly Latina and African-
American, fight to save the 70 units in 
their building, long since abandoned by 
its owner, from the auction block. In 
San Francisco, residents struggle to 
keep their neighborhood out of the 
hands of real estate speculators, who 
are forcing out low and moderate in-
come families. In cities and towns 
across the U.S., homeless men, women, 
and children awake to face the grim 
reality of overcrowded shelters, where 
there is often no more room. 
A battle is being fought for the roofs 
of America. Over the past 15 years the 
housing shortage reached a terrifying 
peak, with disastrous effects on Amer-
ican cities. As real estate speculation 
and gentrification drove housing costs 
in a dizzying upward spiral in the '70s 
co111inued on pa}!e 1wo 
City Life or~anized numerous tenant actions throughout the 1970s and '80s. Photo: Mark Hoffman . 
This is the first of a two-part Resist series on housing organizing. We asked three 
Resist grantees to write articles based on their own experiences organizing tenants, 
homeless women, and working-class homeowners. In this issue, John May of the 
Boston-based group City Life/Vida Urbana, gives an overview of how this group 
has worked mobilizing tenants to fight evictions and demand affordable housing. 
He argues for a housing movement based on a socialist agenda, that can chip aw~y 
at the profit oriented system of housing development. Wende Marshall and Claire 
Yoo of the Hotel Tenants Rights Project in New York City, describe how formerly 
homeless women are gaining the skills and resources they need to ensure that they 
will not become homeless again. The next issue of the newsletter will feature an 
article from the Greater New Bedford Affordable Housing Coalition about their 
efforts to organize in a very diverse community around a campaign to establish a 
rent review board in New Bedford. We hope this series will spark renewed debate 
within groups that are already involved in community-based housing activism, and 
will encourage communication among other groups that want to begin this work. 
Housing Movement 
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and '80s, displacement and homeless-
ness exploded. The hostile takeover of 
lower income neighborhoods by real 
estate profiteers in the name of "revi-
talization" tore apart communities, 
leaving them less able to confront the 
persistent problems of drugs, crime and 
decay in their midst. Land and housing 
development form the foundation of 
urban economic life. Gentrification, 
robbing working class neighborhoods 
of control, is a foreclosure on the future 
of entire communities. 
The housing movement has struggled 
to respond to the challenge. In the past 
few years, a number of progressive 
housing groups have moved toward 
strategies based on a comprehensive 
view of the housing crisis and an under-
standing of its connections to larger 
political and economic issues. These 
strategies utilize neighborhood-based 
organizing to promote a socialist hous-
ing agenda; an agenda that calls for an 
end to real estate speculation, commu-
nity control of housing and economic 
development, guaranteed affordable 
housing for all that is both decent and 
secure, and the removal of housing 
from private market control. 
City Life/Vida Urbana, founded in 
the Jamaica Plain neighborhood of 
Boston in 1974, was one of the first 
organizations in the affordable housing 
movement to develop this model. Com-
mitted to working directly with lower 
income tenants and homeowners at the 
street level, and using a class analysis of 
housing issues, City Life represents the 
marriage of traditional neighborhood 
activism with progressive, anti-
capitalist politics. City Life's founders 
were veterans of the popular move-
ments of the '60s and '70s. Its members 
consider anti-racism, feminism and 
democratic socialism the foundations 
of a just and equitable society, and 
neighborhood organizing and direct ac-
tion the tools for building a broad, in-
clusive progressive movement. 
City Life came on the scene at a time 
when the shortage of decent affordable 
housing in Boston was becoming criti-
cal. Working class neighborhoods, suf-
fering from years of disinvestment, 
were under attack, both from tradi-
tional slumlords and a new breed of 
"investors." While the former made 
their money through rent-gouging, 
neglect and arson-for-profit, the latter 
used housing purchases as speculative 
investments to be resold later at the 
highest possible profit. They were both 
the promoters and beneficiaries of gen-
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trification. 
The failure of the private market to 
provide for the basic housing needs of 
so man·y people offered an opportunity 
to build a progressive movement that 
addressed an issue everyone cared 
about. The real estate industry repre-
sented one of the worst examples of the 
profit system gone wild, ransacking 
neighborhoods and depriving people of 
control over land and resources. At the 
same time, a relatively decentralized 
pattern of ownership (primarily smaller 
local landlords rather than huge, dis-
tant corporate owners) presented 
numerous, accessible targets to organ-
ize against. 
Taking to the Streets 
As an organization primarily found-
ed by women, and based on feminist 
principles, City Life recognized that 
organizing low-income tenants meant 
building a movement lead by women. 
The group's interest in working with the 
"tenant most in need" meant involv-
ing, in leadership positions, low-income 
African-American and Latino commu-
nity members. City Life promoted 
direct action as a tactic in building 
neighborhood campaigns. We helped 
organize tenant unions to confront 
landlords over bad conditions, rent 
increases, and evictions. When land-
lords ignored tenant demands, we 
helped organize rent strikes and evic-
tion blackings. In one case, for exam-
ple, City Life and dozens of neighbor-
hood supporters physically prevented 
the retaliatory eviction of a Latina 
woman who had been working with 
tenants in her building to get basic 
repairs. 
Larger and more powerful landlords, 
including the City of Boston, were met 
with forceful and creative campaigns; 
we brought demonstrators directly to 
landlords' homes and offices, or to 
meetings and hearings . In the case of 
one landlord, who was trying to evict 
tenants for condo conversion, City Life 
circulated "Wanted" posters city-wide, 
with his picture and a list of charges 
against him. As landlords began clear-
ing buildings and cashing in on them by 
using arson fires in the late '70s, City 
Life organized arson watches to iden-
tify properties at risk, monitor suspi-
cious activity, and expose those land-
lords responsible for the danger. 
When the City of Boston began sell-
ing vacant municipal buildings to 
private for-profit developers, City Life 
urged that the buildings be developed 
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for affordable housing. The effort cul-
minated in a week-long "tent city" out-
side one such building, drawing hun-
dreds of activists from around the city. 
(Recently, after a seven-year fight , the 
building was developed as a 45-unit 
rooming house for formerly homeless 
people.) 
City Life also provided advocacy: go-
ing with tenants to meet with landlords, 
lawyers and the rent board; helping 
tenants locate legal services; holding 
educational meetings about tenant 
rights; and distributing a monthly 
neighborhood newspaper with infor-
mation of interest to tenants and pro-
gressives. We spoke out at community 
meetings supporting tenant struggles 
and demanding affordable housing. 
While eschewing direct lobbying or 
electoral work, City Life lent its voice to 
efforts to preserve and expand rent con-
trol laws and other pro-tenant legisla-
tion. 
To address non-housing concerns of 
the people we worked with, City Life 
formed committees on education, wel-
fare rights, women's issues, and inter-
national issues . A Workplace Commit-
tee was established to network and edu-
cate among progressive-minded union 
members and to publish a separate 
continued on page five 
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They Can't Make Us Homeless 
Again - Hotel Tenants' Rights 
Project 
WENDE MARSHALL AND 
CLAIRE YOO 
Over two years ago, four commu-
nity activists set out to do what others 
said couldn't be done. They founded 
the hotel Tenants ' Rights Project 
(HTRP). Now, young women of color working 
with poor, African-American homeless 
women, are building the foundation for 
a community organization which serves 
to empower poor women in their strug-
gle for dignified permanent housing 
and for social justice. Despite some 
mistakes and setbacks, HTRP is devel-
oping solutions to the systemic margin-
alization and displacement of people of 
color and women. Our techniques are 
popular education, skills training, sup-
port and direct action. In two and a half 
years HTRP has succeeded in broaden-
ing poor women's leadership in the 
housing movement, winning concrete 
improvements through direct action 
campaigns, and helping poor women to 
reclaim their power through organized 
collective acts of resistance. 
HTRP's success lies in part with the 
experience, skill and commitment of the 
women who make up its staff and board 
of directors. Two African-American 
women, one who is formerly homeless, 
and a Korean-American woman form 
the staff and work as the organizing 
team. The board of directors is also 
diverse, comprised of women whose 
backgrounds cross class, race and sex-
ual orientation. The board is primarily 
responsible for grassroots fundraising . 
HTRP's current fundraising strategy 
involves seeking grants from individ-
uals, churches and foundations, as well 
as fundraising activities like raffles and 
mail appeals. HTRP recognizes the 
importance of grassroots community-
based fundraising to ensure organiza-
tional stability; thus the staff and board 
are working to achieve 50% self-
sufficiency in five years. 
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Holel Tenants' Rights Project members al leadership relreal. Pho lo: HTRP. 
Lessons from the Welfare Hotels 
HTRP's first campaign was waged in 
the notorious Martinique Hotel in mid-
town Manhattan. There, organizers 
assisted tenants who were trying to stop 
the management from illegally evicting 
them. The Martinique had 460 families, 
60 of whom were active with the 
tenants' association. Organizing was 
difficult because of management's har-
assment and threats to tenant leaders 
and HTRP organizers. There was ten-
sion due to the alleged involvement of 
security guards with drug dealing and 
prostitution, and a small percentage of 
tenants involved in selling drugs also 
contributed to a climate of fear and 
alienation among residents. Still, 60 
women rose above these conditions to 
successfully stop illegal evictions, 
publish a newsletter jointly with HTRP, 
register homeless people to vote, and 
begin speaking out about the realities of 
homelessness in New York City. 
In addition to the work at the Marti-
nique, HTRP organizers tried to form 
tenants' associations in three other mid-
town welfare hotels. But despite consis-
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tent attempts, the efforts failed. In one 
hotel, an HTRP organizer was banned 
from entering after security guards 
raided the room of a tenant holding a 
meeting. In all three of the hotels 
tenants were harassed and threatened 
by management until they ceased trying 
to organize. 
Making Gains 
In the spring of 1989, HTRP moved 
to Harlem and began working with 
homeless mothers living with their chil-
dren at the Harriet Tubman Family Liv-
ing Center (HTFLC) in a campaign to 
improve conditions and demand per-
manent housing. At the HTFLC, ten-
ants complained about overcrowding, 
mail tampering, sexual harassment by 
security guards, and the lack of tele-
phones for tenant use even in emergen-
cies. The tenants were also angry about 
the lack of fire safety standards and 
about management's refusal to allow 
tenants the option of installing their 
own phones. 
The organizing effort included house 
meetings; petitions; meetings with man-
continued on pa~e four 
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Hotel Tenants' Rights 
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agement; calls, letters and visits to city 
officials; an interview on public radio; 
and a march and rally. As a result of the 
campaign, a public phone has been in-
stalled, new security guards have been 
hired, and better fire safety procedures 
have been established. Also, members 
of the tenants' association, some of 
whom had been homeless for years, 
secured permanent housing in New 
York City Housing Authority apart-
ments. 
Carol Quarles was one of the leaders 
in the campaign. A mother of six and 
grandmother of three, Carol was home-
less for more than two years after her 
bungalow in Far Rockaway, NY was 
condemned. The Quarles family moved 
in with a niece for a short period, but 
with fifteen people cramped in a one-
bedroom apartment, the situation fast 
became untenable. Carol spent over a 
year in the Martinique Hotel, until it 
was closed by the city and she was 
moved to the HTFLC. '' Being homeless 
was the worst thing that happened to 
me," she said. "It made my children 
feel insecure. They would say to me, 
'Mommy, when are we getting out of 
[the shelter]?' They said that because 
most of the people in the shelter were 
there for two years or more." 
At first skeptical and afraid of speak-
ing out, Carol became an articulate ad-
vocate of organizing and fighting for 
social change. "At first I was scared," 
she said, "but I found out there were 
people to help and I wasn't alone. 
Through HTRP I found out that I had 
rights and that I couldn't be thrown out 
for organizing - that the management 
couldn't make a homeless person home-
less again." With commitment and 
spirit, Carol continues to encourage 
other homeless women to join the fight. 
As a result of her leadership in the cam-
paign, she has secured permanent hous-
ing, and has recently joined HTRP's 
board of directors. 
Family Homelessness in New York City 
The 100 families who live at the 
HTFLC, like most of the 5,000 home-
less families in New York City, were 
either burnt out or forced out because 
of the inhabitability of their homes, or 
they were evicted when they were 
unable to pay the rent. Most of the 
families had been shuffled from hotel to 
shelter within the city's emergency 
housing system, before coming to the 
HTFLC. Despite its operation by a non-
profit charitable group and its claim to 
be a "model facility," it i5 not a viable 
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alternative to safe, decent, permanent 
housing. 
"Jail Without Bail" and "It's Better 
in Jail Where You are Allowed a Phone 
Call" were slogans used in the cam-
paign by shelter residents to describe the 
conditions in which they were forced to 
live. Brenda Wiggins, former vice-
president of the tenants' association, 
now living in a New York City Housing 
Authority apartment (and a HTRP 
board member) described the shelter: 
"The people who worked there acted 
like they didn't care .... I hated the 
rules .... You couldn't have phones and 
you couldn't live the way you wanted. 
The beds were uncomfortable and the 
chairs, very hard. It was like living in 
one match box on top of another.'' 
Telephones - A Necessity, 
Not a Luxury. 
To the tenant leaders in the HTFLC 
the telephone issue was the most impor-
tant of the campaign. The lack of 
phones presented serious dangers; it 
further complicated the already stress-
ful lives of homeless women who were 
pregnant or struggling to raise children, 
and potentially spelled the difference 
between life and death in emergencies. 
"I think about how three times I could 
have been dead," said Sameerah Daw-
kins, president of the tenant's asso-
ciation. Dawkins has five children and 
had been homeless over a year because 
of a fire. "Within two months I had 
three asthma attacks and I had no 
phone to call for help. One time, by the 
time the ambulance came I wasn't 
breathing. Another time, when I asked 
a security guard to call an ambulance, 
he told me to stick my head out of the 
window. They think because I'm home-
less they can treat me without dignity." 
Taking Action 
At 6:00 am on the day of a planned 
march and rally against HTFLC's man-
agement, West Harlem Group Assist-
ance, the police telephoned an HTRP 
organizer to ask, "Do you expect any 
violence?" "No," replied the surprised 
organizer, "we expect that a bunch of 
mothers and their children will be 
marching for their rights." At 9:00 am, 
when HTRP staff arrived at the shelter 
to make signs and brief tenant leaders, 
four cops and a New York City Police 
Department van greeted them. 
Tenant leaders and organizers were 
worried about the kind of turnout there 
would be and hoped that they would get 
press coverage of the demonstration. 
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They had knocked on 100 doors and 
made an equal number of phone calls to 
tenants as well as non-homeless sup-
porters. Their fears proved unfounded. 
By noon, a crowd of about 50 women 
and children gathered in front of the 
shelter. They were joined by Mitch Sny-
der, a nationally known housing activ-
ist, a contingent of ministers from the 
United Church of Christ, and a reporter 
from New York Newsday. 
Slowly the marchers made their way 
up the hill, (closely followed by the 
police contingent) chanting and shout-
ing across central Harlem to the offices 
of West Harlem Group Assistance. 
When they reached the office, speakers 
welcomed the crowd. While the march-
ers picketed on the sidewalk, the tenant 
negotiating team met with shelter man-
agement. The meeting was also attend-
ed by observers from Congressman 
Charles Rangel's office, and by Rev. 
Daniel Ritchie of the United Church of 
Christ. Tenants demanded that 
management allow residents to install 
their own phones, replace the security 
force, implement fire evacuation proce-
dures and install a washer and dryer on 
the premises. The negotiating session 
was tense; the shelter management was 
caught off-guard by the large show of 
support for the tenants' association. As 
the meeting proceeded the negotiating 
team was heartened by the chanting and 
shouting of the demonstrators outside. 
After over an hour of talks, tenants won 
a promise from management that they 
would look into the telephone issue, 
and that they would hire new security 
and improve fire safety procedures. 
On the day following the march, New 
York City Councilor Abe Gerges and an 
aide to Councilor Hilton Clark arrived 
at the shelter to further mediate be-
tween tenants and management on the 
telephone issue. Gerges supported the 
tenants' demand for telephones. He 
said that ''telephones are no longer a 
luxury but a necessity'' for everyday liv-
ing. 
The success of HTRP's organizing 
effort in the HTFLC was a result both 
of the courage of tenant leaders and the 
urgency of their issues. The campaign 
was also championed by outside sup-
porters who legitimized the tenants' 
demands in the eyes of the press, shelter 
management, and city officials. Their 
involvement demonstrated that the 
issues were important beyond the shel-
ter. Clergy and other social justice 
activists accompanied tenant leaders 
and organizers to their demonstrations 
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and meetings. The United Methodist 
Voluntary Service Network, a national 
coalition of grassroots groups of which 
HTRP is a member, sent out an action ) 
alert about the campaign. The shelter 
management received letters from 
Mississippi, California, Alabama, Ari-
zona and Maryland supporting the ten-
ants' demands. 
Formidable Obstacles to Organizing 
Although HTRP was founded on the 
premise that homeless women could 
effectively act to challenge and change 
the negative policies affecting them, 
there are enormous constraints shaping 
the lives of homeless women. For exam-
ple, aside from the obvious problems 
associated with not having a permanent 
home, poor women also must contend 
with inadequate health care. Although 
many homeless women suffer from 
asthma, heart trouble, high blood pres-
sure and.diabetes, their conditions regu-
larly go untreated. During the 1989 
campaign at the HTFLC, three of the 
tenants' association leaders were hospi-
talized at least once. Drug addiction 
and the lack of available treatment op-
tions are also major threats to the sur-
vival of homeless families and to suc-
cessful organizing. 
Hunger is a real problem as well, 
since the food stamp allotment is inade-
quate to the nutritional needs of famil-
ies. Poor women spend considerable 
time making the rounds of food pan-
tries and working to stretch their food 
budget to last for a month. The welfare 
system is paternalistic and suspicious 
towards its clients, and seems designed 
to denigrate and humiliate them. Wel-
fare grants are inadequate, and cutoffs 
due to computer error are regular oc-
currences. If a woman earns money 
from a job, the amount she earns is 
deducted from her grant. Homeless 
women must also travel to the neighbor-
hood they lived in before they were 
homeless to pick up their checks, a trip 
that might take hours. Usually women 
need to make the trip with their young 
children since daycare in unavailable 
and not affordable. 
Leadership Training Retreat 
In light of the formidable obstacles, 
HTRP is committed to finding ways to 
fight back and support homeless 
women. Every year HTRP holds a 
week-long leadership training retreat 
for homeless women at a rural campsite 
in Cornwall-on-Hudson, NY. At the 
same time their children are able to at-
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tend a camp program in conjunction 
with the United Methodist Camp Serv-
ice, and daycare is provided for infants 
and toddlers. In 1988, three women 
from the Martinique Hotel graduated 
from the program, and twelve children 
attended the camp. In 1989, nine 
women from different shelters gradu-
ated and 25 children went to camp. 
The leadership training curriculum is 
based in part on the work of Paulo 
Freire; it attempts to draw out the 
knowledge of poor women from their 
experience with the social, economic 
and political systems they confront 
everyday. The curriculum also contains 
lessons on organizing and leadership 
skills, and includes popular and docu-
mentary films on the civil rights, 
women's and labor movements. Each 
year a panel of guests speaks about the 
struggle for land and housing in other 
parts of New York City and the world. 
Panelists have included Palestinian-
American and Native American 
women, a woman from El Salvador, 
and organizers from the South Bronx 
and Chinatown. 
The retreat is a way to validate a poor 
woman's decision to struggle for social 
justice through collective action. The 
week away from the stress of the city af-
fords homeless women the opportunity, 
to reflect on their struggles for survival 
and their involvement in direct action to 
create change. Shirley· Davis-Griffin, a 
former member of the Martinique 
Hotel tenants' association, attended the 
leadership training both years, along 
with her sons. "The retreat is where I 
can go to refuel when I feel burnt out," 
she said. "It's like when beavers shore 
up the dam .... Seasons change and the 
dam weakens, and the beavers go to 
shore it up." Reflecting on her experi-
ence as a Black Muslim woman raising 
four boys and being homeless, she said: 
My daily experiences as a parent, re-
sponsible for fighting for what my 
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family is entitled to, make me a 
fighter. As a homeless woman who 
held on to sanity, without breaking 
from the pressure, I feel that there 
isn't an obstacle that I can't get 
through .... Women are always doing 
the most struggling. They take care of 
the children; they see the suffering. 
Women of the world, under whatever 
oppression, bear the most. We have 
the fighting instinct .. . for decent lives 
for our children and families, and for 
ourselves, an opportunity to grow. 
We women have this in common. 
As this article goes to print, two new 
young women of color, Marisol Ruiz 
and Fabiola Herrera, have joined 
HTRP's team of organizers. HTRP will 
be conducting a homeless prevention 
project, organizing in city-owned build-
ings where many homeless families ori-
ginate. Tenants in these buildings will 
hold the government of New York City 
accountable to maintain and expand de-
cent affordable housing. Armed with 
our new name, Action for Community 
Empowerment (ACE), we will inspire, 
grow, and create change. • 
Wende Marshall and Claire Yoo are Co-
Directors of the Hotel Tenants' Rights 
Project. They were trained in commu-
nity organizing at the Center for Third 
World Organizing in Oakland, CA. 
Resist's 1989 grant went to support pro-
duction and distribution of HTRP's 
newsletter, Catalyst. For more inf or-
mation, write, Hotel Tenants' Rights 
Project, 126West119th St., New York, 
NY 10026. 
Housing Movement 
continued from page two 
newsletter, The Labor Page. City Life's 
efforts throughout the '70s and early 
'80s brought together tenants, tenant 
unions, and community organizations 
in three neighborhoods. While building 
a solid base of hundreds of supporters, 
we successfully defended individual 
tenants and tenant associations, and 
won important victories against some 
of the most powerful landlords in 
Boston. 
In the process, we pushed the agenda 
for the housing movement far beyond 
that advanced by more mainstream 
organizations. Our "Housing Platform 
for Boston" called for stiff taxes on 
speculative profits, a ban on condomin-
ium conversions, recognition of collec--
tive bargaining rights of tenants, take-
over of the properties of absentee land-
continued on page six 
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lords who repeatedly violated the law, 
an end to the sale of subsidized and city-
owned properties to for-profit devel-
opers, an end to housing discrimina-
tion, and extension of full rent control 
to cover all units. 
Despite significant gains, however, 
City Life made little progress toward 
our goal of building a larger socialist 
housing movement that would change 
the balance of power between landlords 
and tenants in the city. Our work in the 
first 12 years was largely reactive, help-
ing defend tenants who sought us out. 
Our short-term victories did not often 
lead to enduring tenant unions, or sus-
tain ongoing activism among large 
numbers of tenants. 
As a way of expanding our commu-
nity base, City Life, along with the local 
Legal Services Center in neighboring 
Roxbury, conceived of the Eviction 
Free Zone (EFZ) project. It was de-
signed to take the initiative in an area 
hard hit by another wave of gentrifica-
tion, prompted by the construction of a 
new mass transit line through the center 
of the two neighborhoods. Using door-
to-door outreach, we built contacts 
with tenants in certain targeted areas, 
and linked individual tenant cases with 
the larger organizing effort. As door-
knocking brought in information about 
specific cases, we gathered a database 
on real estate activity in the target areas, 
enabling us to intervene around land-
lords and buildings before these situa-
tions became critical. At the same time, 
we received several grants and were able 
to hire additional paid staff, improving 
the level of services offered to tenants. 
The effort resulted in many tenants 
becoming better informed about their 
rights , and a number joined City Life as 
organizers. We established a Spanish-
speaking housing committee which has 
grown to include 15 active members and 
has taken the lead in City Life's work in 
Latino neighborhoods. The English 
and Latino committees hold bilingual 
meetings together to develop a cohesive 
agenda and plan overall strategy, but 
also meet separately to facilitate the 
political involvement of new members. 
Building on Success 
The EFZ has successfully intervened 
in dozens of tenant cases and frustrated 
the abusive practices of several notor-
ious local speculators. We mobilized a 
demonstration of 125 community resi-
dents to prevent the auction of a 16-unit 
building and secure it for low-income 
housing. City Life led a slate of affor-
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dable housing activists who won control 
of the Jamaica Plain Neighborhood 
Council in 1987 by an 80% majority, 
and won again this past March. (Neigh-
borhood Councils were established by 
Boston Mayor Ray Flynn as advisory 
bodies on neighborhood issues and 
have been successfully used by activists 
in some neighborhoods as vehicles for 
community participation in develop-
ment decisions.) City Life has also built 
strong links to several other community 
organizations, and helped establish a 
separate community group in the 
largest Latino neighborhood. 
Most importantly, we have brought 
our activism to the attention of a larger 
segment of our neighborhood, and, 
through systematic and consistent con-
tact with residents, have established a 
lifeline to the working class community. 
Landlords, developers and city and 
state officials now see us as a force to be 
reckoned with. Other tenant organiza-
tions have adopted our model in their 
own areas, as part of a growing network 
of progressive groups organizing in 
low-income and minority communities. 
While the intensity of our housing 
work has meant the dissolution of some 
of the committees concerned with other 
working class issues, we still do broader 
educational work for members and sup-
porters. This year we sponsored a com-
munity forum on racism and violence 
against women, using the Carol Stuart 
murder case as a rallying point. We also 
held a community event featuring a pre-
sentation by members of a recent dele-
gation to the West Bank. We have 
formed a Cultural Committee to plan 
internal programs and public forums on 
political issues. The Workplace Com-
mittee is also still active. 
Radical Agenda Still A Heterodoxy 
Lack of resources and high tenant 
turnover, however, have made it diffi-
cult to establish lasting networks of 
street level activists. While the EFZ 
strategy has drawn considerable atten-
tion among housing activists, and has 
been adopted by other tenant organiza-
tions in Boston, fragmentation within 
the movement has impeded the forma-
tion of the city-wide network of EFZs 
that we originally envisioned. Working-
class, community-based organizing re-
mains a heterodoxy in a housing move-
ment dominated by liberal reform 
organizations. These groups continue 
to treat housing as a single issue, best 
addressed by preserving and expanding 
existing rent control laws, housing code 
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regulations, and government subsidy 
programs. Ordinary tenants are limited 
to the role of client; the groups concen-
trate on lobbying on behalf of tenants in 
legislatures, courts and government 
agencies. 
Electoral victories during the '80s on 
the part of pro-tenant city councilors 
and the mayor have brought more at-
tention to working class neighbor-
hoods, and provided some mechanisms 
for community input - i.e. the neigh-
borhood councils. Although these offi-
cials have made some commitments to 
affordable housing, they have been un-
willing to devote sufficient resources to 
offset the large number of units lost 
during the speculation boom, and they 
have yet to expend the political capital 
required to restore rent control protec-
tions lost in the '70s. While affordable 
housing may be on their agenda, 
empowerment of working-class neigh-
borhoods is not. Community control of 
housing, though embraced by more and 
more housing groups, still faces en-
trenched opposition from City Hall and 
the real estate cartel. Many tenants in 
Boston remain untouched by the hous-
ing movement; most are still unaware of 
what legal protections they have. 
A New Opportunity to Act 
A slump in the real estate market has 
slowed the march of gentrification 
somewhat. Taking advantage of this 
moment, and utilizing the network 
established by the EFZ, City Life is 
developing new strategies. Along with 
other progressive groups, we have 
begun promoting limited equity co-ops, 
a "third stream" of housing that is 
neither part of the private market, nor 
government owned. The buildings are 
owned and controlled collectively by 
tenants. Since the units are restricted 
from individual resale for profit, 
limited equity co-ops take buildings out 
of the private market and ensure perma-
nent affordablity. Non-profit commu-
nity development corporations (CDCs) 
oversee construction and rehabilita-
tion, financing the projects through 
private loans, grants, and rent sub-
sidies. 
In addition to working with a local 
CDC to develop co-ops in our neighbor-
hood, City Life is working with the 
Hotel and Restaurant Workers Union 
(Local 26) and other groups on a city-
wide strategy. Local 26 recently nego-
tiated a contract that includes a trust 
fund to provide housing assistance for 
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its members, many of whom are low-
income people of color. We are working 
to strengthen our existing ties to the 
union with an eye toward bringing 
together disparate labor and commu-
nity organizations in a strong coalition 
around housing. 
Despite their mass membership base, 
the liberal housing groups lack an 
organizing approach capable of mobil-
izing active tenant support. And many 
more progressive housing activists are 
reluctant to put forward a socialist 
analysis of housing, fearing that tenants 
will not accept it. But the need for a 
radical response by the community is 
evident in the bitter legacy of the 
Reagan years - six million people with-
out homes, devastated school systems, 
communities ravaged by drugs, and a 
horrifying resurgence of racism and 
violence. Seventeen years of organizing 
in working class neighborhoods has 
shown us that inclusive, anti-capitalist 
politics and direct action provide the 
best strategies for mobilizing working 
class tenants and winning long-term 
gains. 
As in the recent events in Eastern 
Europe, where the cheerleaders of capi-
talism see socialism discredited, we see 
the resurgent potential of popular 
power and real democracy, ideas which 
form the foundations of City Life's vi-
sion. Now is the time to bring this power 
home. We have the opportunity to 
create a broad-based socialist housing 
movement that can build both housing 
and power for working class tenants. 
Using the tools we have developed, we 
can begin to chip away at the profit 
system in housing, and build a new life 
for our neighborhoods. • 
John May has been a volunteer organ-
izer with City Life/Vida Urbana for 
two years. He also works as a photo-
grapher and writer in Boston. Resist's 
1989 grant to City Life was used to pro-
vide a stipend for an intern from the 
Center for Third World Organizing to 
work with the Eviction Free Zone. For 
more information, contact: City Life/ 
Vida Urbana, 335 Lamartine St., 
Jamaica Plain, MA 02130. 
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nity; the Prostitutes and AIDS Pro-
ject, which works to decrease prosti-
tutes' vulnerability to AIDS, 
and to provide information to these 
women on safer sex, and the use of 
bleach to clean needles; and The 
Women and Work Project, an eight 
· week training program preparing 
women to enter non-traditional jobs. 
The Women and Work Project uses a 
feminist analysis of women's 
economic status, skills training, and 
legal issues with an aim toward help-
ing women overcome internal barriers 
to seeking and maintaining high-
paying jobs. In addition, the Project 
works with employers to encourage 
them to interview and hire participants 
in the program. Ongoing support for · · 
women who have entered these work 
fields is an important component. 
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The Women's Project is particularly 
concerned with threats to the survival 
and well-being of Black women in 
Arkansas. According to one study, 
only 4 in 10 Black women in the state 
graduate from high school; 61 OJo of 
Black women earn under $6,000 a 
year; and half of all Black female-
headed households live in poverty. 
To address some of these issues, the 
Project is sponsoring a two-day 
conference with the theme, "Black 
Women: Organizing for Empower-
ment in the 21st Century." While 
Black women have much in common, 
they also have varied experiences. 
Because of these differences, the 
Project's advisory committee for the 
conference includes women who are 
poor, working-class, middle-class and 
professional and those who are 
"elderly and young, rural and urban, 
single mothers, Protestant, Catholic, 
Muslim and pagan, lesbian and 
heterosexual, disabled, formerly incar-
cerated, formerly battered, in recovery 
from chemical dependency, and home-
less." Three hundred women are 
expected to attend the conference, and 
The Women's Project intends to 
provide technical and organizing 
assistance to any on-going projects 
that emerge from the meeting. 
The Women's Project budget is 
larger than that of most of the groups 
Resist funds. (Generally Resist assists 
groups with yearly budgets under 
$100,000 and those that have few 
opportunities for funding elsewhere 
because of the radical nature of their 
work). However, because of our inter-
est in supporting the kinds of innova-
tive programs developed by The 
Women's Project, Resist provided a 
small grant to help pay for ASL inter-
preters for the conference. 
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This month we highlight recent 
Resist grantees doing community 
organizing and multi-issue educational 
work. All the information here is 
based on material sent to us by the 
groups themselves. For more inf orma-
tion, contact the groups at the 
addresses provided. 
&peranza Peace and Justice Center, 
1305 North Flores, San Antonio, TX, 
78212 
This center of activist organizing 
evolved out of a network of peace and 
justice groups in San Antonio that 
needed a place of their own. Thanks 
to the efforts of a number of women 
active in these groups, and the 
generosity of the San Antonio Oblate 
Fathers, a nearly rent-free building 
was found, and the Esperanza Center 
was born. The Center now publishes 
an eight-page monthly newsletter, 
operates the Interchange Network of 
social change groups, and provides 
fiscal sponsorship for a huge array 
of community projects. More than the 
practical aspects of cooperation are 
fostered at Esperanza, however. The 
organization and its member groups 
function in an extremely conservative 
environment. San Antonio boasts five 
military bases, and there is a strong 
tradition of conservative Catholicism 
among the city's majority Latino 
residents. 
Esperanza is a source of energy and 
spirit for those working for change. 
Central goals of the organization are 
to link peace, social justice, and 
environmental issues, and to pull 
together groups not traditionally part 
of the "social change" community. 
A strategy Esperanza embraces is to 
nourish arts projects that provide 
a common ground for dialogue among 
different sectors of the city. Examples 
from the Center's 1989 calendar 
include six visual arts exhibits (among 
them a "Series on AIDS," a lesbian 
and gay art exhibit, and a project that 
involved children from all parts of the 
city in painting a peace mural on 
Esperanza's walls); a film/video series 
accompanied by panelists from peace 
and Central America solidarity 
groups; local and national musical 
performances; and a writers/speakers 
forum that brought together solidarity 
activists, feminists, and the lesbian 
and gay community. 
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Esperanza is committed to racial 
and cultural diversity in its programs 
as well as its structure and member-
ship. Nine of the thirteen board 
members are people of color, and the 
director is Latina. The Center served 
as an organizing base for the first 
People of Color Leadership Develop-
ment Retreat (sponsored by the Peace 
Development Fund). The organization 
has taken a pro-choice position on 
abortion and asks all board members 
to support this stance. 
Consistent with its goal of advo-
cating cooperative development of 
strategies and priorities among peace 
and justice groups, Esperanza main-
tains a directory of these organiza-
tions. Esperanza hopes to expand the 
base of the San Antonio activist 
community by keeping the directory 
inclusive of cultural and arts groups 
serving Latinos and African-
Americans, neighborhood groups, 
church groups working on national 
and international issues, lesbian and 
gay groups, and groups addressing 
aging and disability issues. Resist's 
grant went to print and distribute the 
directory to a large number of peace 
and justice groups in the city. 
Central Valley Equal Rights Congress, 
P.O. Box 617, Merced, CA, 95341. 
California's Central Valley is an 
agricultural, area with a large popula-
tion of migrant farmworkers and 
cannery workers. The Equal Rights 
Congress (ERC), established in 1983 , 
serves this community through educa-
tion, advocacy and direct action. The 
range of issues the ERC has become 
involved with is broad - from police 
brutality to the quality of education. 
However, one of the dominant areas 
of concern is the behavior of the · 
Immigration and Naturalization 
Service {INS). ERC activists document 
and publicize abuses - such as the 
drowning of undocumented farm-
workers during INS raids - and 
advise people about their rights when 
confronted by INS officials. 
A major goal is to compel policy 
changes within INS. Currently the 
ERC is involved in a campaign to stop 
the agency from separating families 
when one spouse, or children, are not 
protected by the legalization process. 
In the past six years the ERC has 
forced the INS to use lifesaving equip-
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ment during raids near irrigation 
canals, and has successfully challenged 
the INS in a number of lawsuits. The 
ERC also pressured the Merced City 
School Board to build a school in the 
low-income area of the town, and 
exposed discriminatory practices 
in the city's Employment Develop-
ment Division. 
A large portion of the ERC's work 
involves training and organizational 
development for its Latino member-
ship. Trainings cover issues of board 
development, fundraising, campaign 
plans, membership development, run-
ning meetings and coordinating volun-
teers. Resist's grant was used to 
purchase translating equipment so that 
training materials and presentations 
by English-speaking trainers could be 
translated into Spanish. The ERC will 
also loan the equipment to other 
community groups for a donation, 
and will use it to translate public 
meetings, encouraging the participa-
tion of the predominantly Spanish-
speaking community at these events. 
The ERC envisions the ongoing 
need to defend rights to healthcare, 
housing, jobs and food for thousands 
of newly legalized residents who are 
excluded from various public benefits 
as a condition of their legal status. 
Upcoming work will involve a broad 
informational campaign to clarify 
and fight for these rights. 
The Women's Project, 2224 Main St., 
Little Rock, AR, 72206. 
The Women's Project is a 
community-based organization that 
works on a project-by-project basis 
focusing on social and economic 
justice for poor women, women of 
color, disabled women and lesbians. 
The organization tries to address those 
issues that more mainstream groups 
view as too risky. As a multi-racial, 
feminist organization working in 
Arkansas and the South, the group 
provides support and assistance to 
those concerned with violence against 
women and children; women's eco-
nomic issues; and social justice issues . 
Current areas of work include: The 
Prison Project, which runs a support 
group for battered women in prison, 
and also a group for formerly incar-
cerated women who are attempting to 
reestablish themselves in the commu-
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